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A preferred vision for administering elementary schools: A reflective essay
Abstract
The 1989 school year started out as many before it had. After a relaxing summer, I was happy to be back
in the classroom awaiting the challenges of a new group of active second graders. I loved what I did and
felt I did it well. It was the beginning of my eleventh year of teaching. The last eight had been at Blessed
Sacrament, a Catholic grade school in Waterloo.
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The 1989 school year started out as many before it had.
After a relaxing summer, I was happy to be back in the
classroom awaiting the challenges of a new group of active
second graders. I loved what I did and felt I did it well. It was
the beginning of my eleventh year of teaching. The last eight
had been at Blessed Sacrament, a Catholic grade school in
Waterloo.
In January of that year the administrator left and I was
asked to take over as interim princijal. I was very tempted to
say no and stay in the safe cocoon of my classroom where I
knew .what I �as doing. But I had a great love for this school
and was honored to be asked. Maybe I was the best person to
hold things together until they found a replacement. There
were some things in my favor. I had almost every student in
the school in my class when they were in second grade. I knew
all their parents and had a good rapport with them. I was the
oldest member of the staff, both in seniority and chronological
age. The other teachers and staff members were very
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supportive of the Board's decision to ask me to fill in. Still, it
was a difficult task to go from their peer to the one in charge.
My lack of administrative background was a definite
disadvantage, but there is something to say for on-the-job
training.
The situation leading up to the previous principal leaving
had caused much stress and turmoil among the staff and the
whole school community was affected. Somehow, with
everyone's support and help, things-¼worked out and I was
surprised to find that I actually started to relax and enjoy the
position. Maybe I had been ready for·• change and just hadn't
realized it.
In early spring, Blessed Sacrament's Board of Education and
our Superintendent in Dubuque asked if I would consider
continuing as principal and going back to school to get my
Master's Degree in Administration. My mentor, an associate
superintendent who was responsible for the Waterloo area
principals, had been a constant source of help and
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reinforcement. She often assured me that I was doing a very
effective job. With her encouragement and that of my family
and staff, I agreed to take on what I now realize was an
enormous challenge.
The summer of 1990 found me in my first classIntroduction to Educational Administration.

Dr. James

Albrecht started the class by telling us "the only reason for
becoming a principal should be the belief that you can make a
difference. Leadership is knowing 1.here you want to go and
getting others to follow you" (J. E. Albrecht, personal
comrpunication, June, 1990). I strai~tened up in my chair. It
seemed as if he was talking just to me. I had decided to take
on the challenge of continuing as principal because I knew I
had made a difference. I had a vision of where I wanted our
school to go and felt a deep commitment to convince our staff,
students and parents to be part of that vision.
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Personal Characteristics, Values, Beliefs and Philosophies
The principal is directly involved in every aspect of the
school's operation, and is the primary figure in determining the
school's academic and social quality and character. Values,
beliefs, philosophies, professional competencies and personal
attributes of the principal will inspire and enable the school
community to accomplish the school's mission. Effective
schools are the result of the activities of an effective
principal whose role is to be an ins_Qiring leader and a
competent manager (Hughes & Ubben, 1989).
A good l~ader can usually be a goad manager, but a person
with good managing skills is not necessarily able to lead. Both
are necessary in the principalship.

Instructors in every course

I have taken have spent some class time discussing the
qualities of a good leader.
There are also some more specific personal qualities that I
believe are necessary for leadership. A person should reflect
professionalism in actions and ethics, be a good listener, be
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approachable and open to suggestions, and never stop learning
and growing.
Being a leader of a Catholic school opens up another area of
expectations that is very important. As facilitator of the
faith community, I must give priority to the Christian quality
of the school and guide others in helping to develop this
important dimension.

Activities include daily religious

instruction, service projects, weekly liturgies or prayer
services, celebrations of religiou~¼ holidays, and daily living of
gospel values. Religious knowledge and skills must be
reflected in the attitude and action·s of a Catholic school
principal (Catholic Educator Handbook, 1994). I am committed
to this part of my work and it permeates much of what I do.
Being ethical is the responsibility of those in a leadership
position. Our teachers, staff, parents, students and community
look to us to set a good example and create a healthy work
environment where doing what is legal and fair is the only
answer to a dilemma (Blanchard & Peale, 1988). By having to
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deal with problems and make hard decisions on a daily basis,
we grow and build character.
Without exception, being professional means being ethical.
Green ( 198 7) maintains that because of this, the term
"professional ethics" is redundant. Being ethical in our day to
day tasks is affected by our conscience. The aspects of our
conscience are like voices that criticize different areas of our
own or others' job performances. Listening to these voices
will make us worthy of the high ex~ectations of our publics.
Membership or loyalty to a family, profession or community
will affect o.ur behavior. These attachments are cemented by
social norms and help us decide what is right or wrong for our
group. By being true to myself and the high ethical standards I
set, I show who I am and what I stand for. I am loyal to my
school community by helping form social norms that are just
and beneficial to all its members. Sometimes this means
quieting my own self-interest.
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Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes Gained From Experience and
Course Work
One of the most helpful resources I was exposed to was
used in the Administration of the Elementary School class.

Proficiencies for Principals

is a complete checklist that has

been most valuable to me. The National Association of
Elementary School Principals ( 1991 ) indicates that a person
should be proficient in ten areas in order to be successful:
leadership behavior, communicati<?f skills, group processes,
curriculum, instruction,

performance, evaluation,

org~nizatior:,al, fiscal and political management.

For the

purposes of this paper, I will emphasize communication,
organizational and political management, instructional
leadership, and evaluation as the key skills I find necessary
for effective leadership.
Communication
Administrators must realize that schools are open systems
and have to respond to many demanding groups outside the
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school including the state and federal governments, courts,
teacher associations, parent groups, community groups, and
special interest groups. This view emphasizes the
interdependence between an organization and its environment
and is based upon the work of David Easton (1965). The open
system perspective contrasts with earlier literature that
argues that schools have traditionally been nonresponsive to
their environment. In today's society, schools would not
survive if this were true.
Outside groups have many different expectations of our
schqols. M~st expect us to educaterall the children of all the
people in an equitable way. To win their support, their
expectations must be listened to. Some groups are very
disenchanted with our schools partly because they fail to
realize some of the complex and challenging problems we are
struggling with.

Lack of finances, deterioration of the

traditional family, declining enrollment, lack of interest by
parents, state mandates, high risk behaviors such as drug and
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alcohol abuse and increasing poverty due to economic and
social changes are a few of the concerns we face (Riley, 1993).
Now more than ever, the role of the principal must include
being a great public relations person. Community groups must
be educated to know the mission of the school, its programs,
problems and accomplishments. It is important to establish
effective two-way communication between a school and its
public. Holliday (1988) defines school and public/community
relations as "a systematic functio_~ on all levels of a school
system, established as a program to improve and maintain
optimal levels
of student achievement and to build public
";

support" (p.12). The achievement of students is known to be
helped by a positive school climate and the involvement of
parents and citizens of the community.
More often than not, the successful students in our school
are those whose parents have joined hands with us in taking on
responsibility for their child's emotional and academic
success. These parents are directly involved with the school
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program and their child's educational development. They are
active in PT A, advisory committees, and other groups who
share in the decision-making and goal setting process of the
school.
In our class, School and Community Relations, Dr. Jackson
referred to the fact that all organizations have at least three
dimensions. The idiographic dimension, which reflects the
needs of the individuals in the organization and the nomothetic
dimension which reflects the needs_-aof the organization itself.
The third dimension, transactional, forms the basis for the
, needs, of indiyiduals and the needs of the organization to be
met through the achievement of goals (D. R. Jackson, personal
communication, June, 1990).
Getzels and Guba (1965) present the Social Systems Theory as
a challenge to the principal who must try to address both
groups and achieve as much congruence as possible. When this
is successful, the individual is satisfied and productive and
the organization is more effective.
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Principals who create a healthy learning climate and earn
the respect of their staff, students, and parents are on their
way to establishing a positive image of themselves and the
school. The importance of the secretary to good public
relations may be very comparable to that of the principal. Inservicing the school secretary in good public relations
techniques, such as answering the phone with a smile, is time
well spent (Hines, 1993). The secretary is the first and
sometimes only contact for people_~who call or come to our
school. Her warm smile and efficient manner have proved
invaluable
to,_ me. We have a speciar- relationship and a working
'
alliance that is very beneficial to the smooth running of the
school.
Organizational and Political Management
A not so pleasant part of the administrator's public
relations job is handling complaints. As part of one of my
classes, I took a one day workshop in the summer of 1991 that
dealt with this topic. The instructor of this course, Dr. Doud,
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felt this area was so important that taking a whole day to
discuss it was justified (J. L. Doud, personal communication,
July, 1991 ). Rarely a day goes by that I don't use the
suggestions and strategies that we \Yere given.
By nature I am a calm person who has established an open
supportive environment in our school. I know that people find
me fair and easy to talk to. This sets the stage for handling
complaints in a positive, productive manner. By using the
suggestions from the workshop o~ handling complaints, I have
learned to listen with empathy to the individual in a private
setting,
making notes of all the details if necessary. It is
'
"•

important not to be defensive, but to show you understand the
situation whether you agree or disagree with the complaint.
Unless you need to get more information, let the person know
where you stand, then decide on a plan of action. I always
thank the person for bringing the situation to my attention
(Development Dimensions International, 1988). Often, if the
complaint is about another person, I may suggest that they go
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to that person, as concerns are best solved at the lowest
possible level. In the same way, I appreciate when people
come directly to me instead of jumping over my head and going
to the board when they have a concern about a school issue or
policy or something I have done or failed to do.
Complaints are a fact of life, but it is possible that if
handled quickly and fairly they can have a positive effect on
morale and relationships within the school. I have found that a
lot of time and energy can be spe"!! on handling complaints.
They spring up at inconvenient times when you least expect
them, or wh~n you really don't have the time to resolve them.
Even so, it doesn't pay to humor the person with the complaint
or brush them off. You are just prolonging the inevitable. In
my experience, taking the time to listen and getting them
involved in the solution can turn a potentially bad situation
into a good one.
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Instructional Leadership
The importance of the role of the school principal as an
instructional leader continues to grow. The words direct,
control, manage, supervise and evaluate indicate what the
principal does to insure teacher effectiveness and sound
educational programs for students. Whatever means are used,
it is the principal's ultimate responsibility to see that the
best possible teaching, and hence learning, are going on in the
school (Sparks, 1990).

4

There are areas of interaction directly related to working
with ,teachers and the instructional j,l"ogram.

An administrator

must keep up to date through reading, attending professional
meetings, and sharing relevant information about new ideas.
Materials and human resources must be made available to
those who need them.
Some say that leadership is the exercise of power, the
ability to influence and control others. Another conception of
power that I believe is more suitable, particularly in my
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school setting, is the notion of power as a shared resource.
Studies of the use of power by elementary school principals
showed power to fall into two categories:

Positional power,

which draws on one's position in the organization as its
primary source, and personal power, which is derived from the
personal characteristics of an individual.

Principals who rely

to a greater degree on their personal power seem to be more
highly regarded by their staffs (Stimson & Appelbaum, 1988).
One of the best ways to bring aqout change in our school is
to build coalitions. I try to plant an idea with some key
teachers and slowly build support. Asking and caring about
~

teacher opinions and responding to their concerns results in
satisfaction and higher job performance. Including them in the
decision-making whenever possible is a way of life at our
school. I constantly seek ways to delegate responsibility to
the staff. By letting them know I look at them as trusted
colleagues, I enhance their self-esteem and make them want to
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do their jobs better. I react positively to their feedback. They
know I am willing to listen and change.
Since there are sixty-two Catholic schools in northeast
Iowa and the Superintendent who oversees them resides in
Dubuque, site-based management has been a reality for us long
before it became an educational trend. Because of this,
teachers and I are empowered to make many decisions that
affect the school and our job descriptions.
Every staff member is at a dif!erent place in their maturity
level and this must be taken into consideration when deciding
what power. base to use when supervising them. From low to
high maturity level the appropriate leadership style would
include the right combination of task behavior and relationship
behavior. The styles are:
delegating.

telling, selling. participating, or

This concept of Situational Leadership allows a

principal to maximize

effectiveness in influencing their

followers behavior in efforts toward goal accomplishment
(Hersey, Blanchard & Natemey-er, 197g)_
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Supervision and Evaluation
Staff must be observed and evaluated and performance
discussed with suggestions and help for improvement. Clearly
defined expectations must be stated (Smith & Andrew, 1990).
This responsibility is so important that an entire class in the
master's program in administration is devoted to supervision
and evaluation. Once completed, periodic updates are required
by law.
Dr. Decker made this class ve'¥ interesting and informative.
He continually stressed the importance of documentation. We
learned that spending as much time ·~s possible in formative
evaluating will minimize trauma in the summative stage (R. H.
Decker, personal communication, June, 1991 ). When working
with a marginal teacher, following the steps of due process
becomes very important. Cangelosi ( 1991 ) states that "On the
one hand, public and political pressures are mounting to rid our
schools of malpracticing teachers. On the other hand, teachers
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rightfully expect to be granted due process whenever their
instructional performances are called into question" (p. 194).
Dr. Decker assured us that at least once and probably more
often in our careers as principals we would be involved in
letting a teacher go. This very possibly could lead to appearing
in court (R. H. Decker, personal communication, June, 1991 ).
In the short time I have been principal, I have had to ask for
the resignation of three teachers. Luckily, through hours of
input, evaluation, counseling and S§Jf-study, all agreed to
resign and unpleasant legal situations were avoided. The
know,Jedge L gained from this class certainly helped me through
....

these very trying times and made me confident I was doing the
right thing not only for our school, but for the individual.
Staff Development
Along with supervision and evaluation, staff development
can be closely linked to improving schools and moving them
forward to meet the challenges of the future. Staff
development

js

any activity intended to improve skills,
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attitudes, or performance in present or future roles (Fullen,
1990). By trying to involve teachers in planning staff
development, their readiness for the learning that follows
should be increased and they will be more likely to buy into
whatever new innovation we are trying to incorporate. Funds
and time for them to attend workshops and conferences should
be allocated with the agreement that they must come back to
share what they have learned. Staff development should stay
abreast of current research and pr¥tice. Any successful
innovation of a new idea or practice takes time and must be
linked with adequate training for the staff.

-

Personal Professional Vision for Administrative Practice
Having vision is like carrying a dream around in your head,
something you are reaching for, a preferred condition that
you're working to achieve in the future. Vision says we do not
have to remain the same but can and will become better. Less
effective principals seemed to have no vision for themselves
or their schools. They focused on "putting out fires" and
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maintaining tranquility in the here and now (Sheive &
Schoenheit, 1988). I hope never to be satisfied with
tranquility, but to constantly dream and see beyond the
commonplace and always strive to make my dreams reality.
I hope to encourage imagination in others that will lead to
new and different ideas, new combinations of materials, new
arrangements of space. If we allow teacher and student
originality the freedom of growth, and understand the
uniqueness of each individual, the,.i creativity will flourish.
I will work towards a school where all are teachers and
learners, including myself. The best ·~art of my day is the part
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I spend in the classrooms talking to students, reading to them ,
being read to, covering for a teacher, or sitting in on a class as
one of the students. I learn much and I make a point of telling
them that. Barth (1990) states " ... the principal occupies a
more important position of leadership as head learner ,
engaging in, displaying, and modeling the behaviors we want
teachers and students to adopt" (p. 513).
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One small ingredient in my vision that I know makes a big
difference is enthusiasm, or in other words, a positive
attitude. Nothing great can ever be achieved without it. It is a
combination of my inner faith, self-worth, excitement for my
job and deep down interest for the staff and students. Often I t

is contagious and can be communicated without words. It
helps me persuade and motivate people. It over rides selfpity, criticism and negative thinking and helps create a
positive atmosphere in our school. -~
So often I have been told by people who have been in our
building for a short visit, or on a regtlflar basis, what a good
feeling they have when they are in our school. They often use
phrases like "warm," "friendly," "clean," "everyone seems like
one big happy family," "high morale," "so much going on" etc. It
makes me so proud and I always share these compliments with
the staff and students. They help create this atmosphere and I
want it to continue to be a priority.
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Vision sometimes may mean being able to forecast the
future. By looking at legislation, revenue sources, changing
demographic patterns, and other data, I must be able to predict
what conditions will be like a year ahead and five years ahead.
All these things will determine what must be done to help
students prepare for the future. Planning includes setting both
long and short range goals with the teachers. These must
include targets and corresponding, flexible plans of action,
including alternatives.
As a practicing administrator I see communication as one
of the most important parts of my job and something I feel
....

good about. It is an effective two-way system using a variety
of procedures such as meetings, bulletins, newsletters, and
phone calls. The lines of communication must always be open
among principal, staff, parents, students, and community.
A book I received early in my career as administrator was
Stephen Covey's The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People
( 1989). This last spring I was able to hear his brother, John
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Covey, give a talk on this book at the National Catholic
Education Association convention in Anaheim, CA. He spoke of
leaders as those who release the potential of others and
referred to the Win/Win habit in the book (J. Covey, personal
communication, April, 1994). It is the habit I see as most
important in my vision for administrative practices:
Win/Win is a frame of mind and heart that constantly
seeks mutual benefit in all human interactions. Win/Win
means that agreements or sol~ions are mutually beneficial
and mutually satisfying. With a Win/Win solution , all
parties feel good about the decisron and feel committed to

-

the action plan. (Covey, 1989, p. 207)
In our curriculum class, we were introduced to the concept
of a school improvement plan that included belief statements,
learner outcomes, and a mission statement. This last year I
began this process with my own school community. It has been
very beneficial. By looking at where we are right now and how
we can build on that for the future, a mission statement was
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completed. Though brief, it encompasses the shared vision of
this administrator and that of our entire school community:
The mission of Blessed Sacrament School is for students,
staff, parents, and community to work collaboratively
modeling Christian values in a caring, consistent environment.
We will provide diverse learning opportunities and

multicultural experiences, thus promoting self-esteem and
insuring student success in real life situations.
In writing this paper and refleqting on my last four years, I
found the experience of proceeding through a leadership
program at_ the same time as serving as a school administrator
to be very advantageous. Instead of ideas and suggestions
being abstract, I was able to relate first hand to almost every
topic that was discussed. The role of principal is an everchanging one with no two days the same. One thing is constant
though-the great satisfaction of seeing students learn and
grow and knowing I had a part in it.
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